Introduction {#section1-1178623x17703382}
============

Bone marrow edema (BME) is the generic term classically used to describe the high-signal-intensity alterations detected on magnetic resonance (MR) fluid-sensitive sequences.^[@bibr1-1178623x17703382][@bibr2-1178623x17703382]--[@bibr3-1178623x17703382]^ These imaging abnormalities may occur in several pathological conditions associated with a broad range of symptoms.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382]^

The term BME was first used in 1988 in an assessment of 10 patients with transient osteoporosis of the hip or knee, wherein bone marrow showed decreased signal intensity on T1-weighted images and increased signal intensity on T2-weighted images, and ischemic necrosis or metastasis was excluded by biopsy. Interpreting these MR abnormalities as representing a transient increase in the bone marrow water content (edema), for lack of a better term and to emphasize the generic nature of the condition, the authors suggested naming such findings "transient bone marrow edema syndrome."^[@bibr4-1178623x17703382]^

In 2000, Zanetti et al conducted a study in which they subjected 16 patients who underwent total knee arthroplasty to MR imaging (MRI) 1 to 4 days before surgery and correlated the imaging findings with the histopathology. The results showed that the osteoarthritic knee signal abnormalities on MRI, then known as BME, actually represented a series of histologic findings, with 11% of the area of bone marrow necrosis, 8% of abnormal trabeculae, 4% of bone marrow fibrosis, 4% of BME, and 2% of bone marrow bleeding. However, the percentage of BME was not significantly different from the areas of normal appearance on MRI.^[@bibr5-1178623x17703382]^

The condition most often associated with BME is trauma, namely, the occurrence of bone contusion manifested on MRI as high signal intensity on T2-weighted images. The histologic features indicate that such lesions represent areas of bone impaction and bleeding caused by trauma. These lesions are reversible and resolve in approximately 2 to 4 months.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382]^ Some of the most prevalent conditions associated with BME include bone contusion with rupture of the anterior cruciate ligament and impaction of the lateral femoral condyle into the posterolateral tibial plateau (pivot shift) and lateral contusion of the lateral femoral condyle by the patella in patellar luxation.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382]^

Bone marrow edema also occurs in the so-called transient BME syndromes, which is a generic term used for conditions characterized by diffuse periarticular high signal intensity on MRI and favorable clinical progression with complete resolution of symptoms. Some of these conditions include transient osteoporosis, regional migratory osteoporosis, and complex regional pain syndrome. All these disorders exhibit diffuse and poorly delimited periarticular edema with preservation of the articular surface. The differential diagnosis is based on the clinical history and the patient's age, sex, and symptoms. Transient osteoporosis mainly affects the proximal end of the femur of pregnant or perinatal women. Regional migratory osteoporosis affects the hip, knee, and metatarsus, mainly among middle-aged men. Complex regional pain syndrome usually follows trauma, often presenting pain greater than expected for the causative injury.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382],[@bibr3-1178623x17703382]^ Currently, transient osteoporosis of the hip, regional migratory osteoporosis, and spontaneous osteonecrosis of the knee (SONK) are believed to be indicative of subchondral fractures whose fracture lines are not always detected on MRI.^[@bibr6-1178623x17703382]^

Bone marrow edema is also found on MR images of patients with SONK, which is currently considered a subchondral insufficiency fracture.^[@bibr7-1178623x17703382],[@bibr8-1178623x17703382]^ Therefore, the high signal intensity detected in this situation can be called bone marrow lesion (BML), reflecting this structural lesion of subchondral bone rather than regional edema.

The significance of BML for the patient's clinical condition and the prognosis of the affected joint are being increasingly investigated and discussed. In this article, the cause, histology, imaging characteristics, clinical presentation, and treatment of insufficiency fractures are thoroughly discussed.

BML/Insufficiency Fracture {#section2-1178623x17703382}
==========================

Despite some proposals for classification of BME, there is still no consensus in the literature. However, in this section and throughout this article, we will try to address a type of injury that we believe is central to the growing interest in this subject, the fracture due to bone insufficiency.

Situations characterized by subchondral insufficiency are receiving increasing attention; they tend to occur among older patients, mostly in women. Spontaneous osteonecrosis of the knee, described by Ahlback et al^[@bibr9-1178623x17703382]^ in 1968, is currently believed to represent subchondral insufficiency fracture.^[@bibr8-1178623x17703382]^ Meniscal lesions are frequently associated, particularly large radial and root lesions, which may result in meniscus extrusion and loss of function.^[@bibr1-1178623x17703382]^ Chondral lesions are also common, such as cartilage thinning in the affected compartment or focal chondral injury.^[@bibr10-1178623x17703382]^

We consider that a meniscus-cartilage-subchondral bone unit exists in the knee, wherein failure of any 1 component unavoidably affects the other 2. Thus, any abnormality in this functional unit caused by meniscal and/or chondral injury increases the load conveyed to the subchondral bone, for which it is not equipped, thus leading to subchondral insufficiency and consequent fracture.

Histologic examination of the failed subchondral bone reveals microfractures of the bony trabeculae and cell and vessel abnormalities that progress to focal necrosis after a few days. The necrotic tissue is then replaced by new trabecular bone. In some cases, this regeneration process is insufficient and the lesions are not reversible, resulting in collapse of the articular surface.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382],[@bibr5-1178623x17703382]^

Bone marrow lesion resulting from subchondral bone insufficiency may be detected in previously asymptomatic patients and in patients with previous pain due to earlier degenerative osteoarthritis. In the latter situation, patients complain of an acute increase in pain and manifest associated findings of effusion, functional limitation, and pain localized to the BML topography.

Distinguishing between insufficiency fracture and avascular necrosis is important because their respective causes are quite different; consequently, the principles underpinning their treatment also differ. Avascular necrosis is caused by interruption of the vascular input, usually due to certain risk factors such as alcoholism, steroid therapy, clotting disorders, and chemotherapy. Patients usually exhibit multiple foci of necrosis affecting more than 1 compartment; involvement of metaphyseal and/or diaphyseal bone is common, and the signal characteristics are entirely different from those of SONK.^[@bibr1-1178623x17703382],[@bibr11-1178623x17703382]^

Due to the still poor literature on the classification and characterization of different types of BME, it is difficult to find studies that accurately describe the natural history of insufficiency fracture.

Imaging {#section3-1178623x17703382}
=======

Magnetic resonance imaging findings in SONK/insufficiency fracture are relatively reproducible and specific. The main abnormality is bone edema, characterized by low signal intensity on T1-weighted images and high signal intensity on T2-weighted images in the subchondral region of the high-load areas of the femorotibial compartments, frequently associated with a low-signal-intensity line in the subchondral region, which corresponds to the impaction of trabecular bone ([Figure 1](#fig1-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}). Bone edema appears first, whereas the fracture line is undetectable, possibly in association with microfractures of trabecular bone not evident on MRI. With progression of the causative mechanism of injury, these microfractures coalesce to form the typical subchondral image characterized by low signal intensity on T1-weighted and T2-weighted images, although often with better delimitation on T2-weighted imaging ([Figure 2C](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"} to [E](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}). When the mechanism of injury persists, impaction/collapse of subchondral cortical bone and/or cortical bone discontinuity may occur, whereby the fracture line extends into the joint cavity, which allows the intra-articular fluid to pass into the fracture, thus generating a subchondral image with signal intensity similar to that of fluid on the fracture topography. This phenomenon hinders consolidation and favors the development of pseudarthrosis ([Figure 2F](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"} to [H](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}). Moreover, this series of findings is frequently associated with the development and/or worsening of chondral lesions ([Figure 2](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}). Although the medial femoral condyle is the area most frequently affected, lesions may also appear on the lateral femoral condyle and tibial plateau.

![Findings typical of subchondral fracture: (A) coronal T1-weighted image, (B) coronal T2-weighted fat, and (C) sagittal T2-weighted fat. Extensive bone marrow edema characterized by low signal intensity on T1-weighted and high signal intensity on T2-weighted magnetic resonance images (asterisk) with linear low-signal-intensity imaging in the subchondral area (arrow).](10.1177_1178623x17703382-fig1){#fig1-1178623x17703382}

![A 56-year-old woman with pain on the medial interline for 3 months. (A) Coronal T2-weighted fat shows a radial tear of the posterior root of the medial meniscus (red arrow). (B) Coronal T2-weighted fat shows discrete subchondral edema of the condyle load-bearing area and medial tibial plateau, without detection of the subchondral fracture (asterisk). (C, D, E, F). Imaging performed 6 months later showing the classic findings of subchondral fracture, including edema (asterisk) and subchondral fracture (blue arrow). (F) and (G). After 12 months, signs of impaction/collapse (thick arrow) and subchondral cortical bone discontinuity (arrow) are evident; intra-articular fluid seeped into the fracture, which now appears as a line with high signal intensity on T2-weighted imaging (arrowhead). (H) After 18 months, the osteochondral fragment is fully detached.](10.1177_1178623x17703382-fig2){#fig2-1178623x17703382}

In osteoarthritic knees, the presentation of BML is disproportionate relative to the degenerative abnormalities, extending to the intercondylar area of the femur or anterior tuberosity of the tibia.^[@bibr12-1178623x17703382]^

The thickness and dimensions of the subchondral low-signal-intensity image are believed to correlate with the lesion prognosis. Lecouvet et al^[@bibr13-1178623x17703382]^ found that low-signal-intensity lines on T2-weighted images with length greater than 14 mm or thickness of more than 4 mm are risk factors for lesion progression and subchondral bone collapse.

As indicated previously, BML is commonly associated with meniscal injury, extrusion, or resection, in some cases showing overlap on imaging with degenerative osteoarthritis ([Figure 2A](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"} and [B](#fig2-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}).

We have observed that abnormalities in SONK/insufficiency fracture are quite different from those corresponding to secondary osteonecrosis, which is characterized by an internal signal similar to that of fat and delimited by a peripheral serpiginous line of granulation tissue. Therefore, secondary osteonecrosis exhibits a central area with low signal intensity on T1-weighted images and high signal intensity on T2-weighted images with saturation ([Figure 3](#fig3-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}). When the bone edema does not extend into the subchondral cortical bone, other diagnostic alternatives should be considered because, as maintained previously, failure of the meniscus-cartilage-subchondral bone unit occurs in subchondral fracture ([Figure 3](#fig3-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}).

![Typical secondary osteoarthritis. (A) Sagittal T1-weighted image. (B) Sagittal T2-weighted fat-saturated image. Central area (asterisk) with high signal intensity on T1-weighted and low signal intensity on T2-weighted (fat signal) imaging, the opposite of the usual findings in subchondral insufficiency fracture, delimited by a line with low signal intensity on T1-weighted and high signal intensity on T2-weighted imaging, which is not found in subchondral fracture. Note an additional infarction focus on the metaphyseal area (circle) exhibiting the same signal characteristics.](10.1177_1178623x17703382-fig3){#fig3-1178623x17703382}

Diffusion-weighted imaging (DWI), chemical shift imaging (CSI), and single-voxel or multivoxel spectroscopy (MRS) are not usually necessary in the diagnosis of insufficiency fracture but may be used in case of diagnostic doubt. Usually, in the insufficiency fracture, there is no diffusion restriction in DWI, more than 20% signal intensity loss on out-of-phase imaging in CSI, and no choline peak in MRS. Differently in neoplastic lesions, there is usually diffusion restriction, less than 20% signal intensity loss, or increased signal intensity on out-of-phase imaging and choline peak in MRS.^[@bibr14-1178623x17703382]^

![(A) Typical subchondral fracture in the load-bearing area of the medial tibial plateau. Edema (asterisk) extends into the subchondral cortical bone. This image further shows the subchondral fracture line (arrow) and medial meniscus extrusion (thick arrow). (B) and (C) Typical fatigue stress fracture. Notably, edema (asterisk) does not extend into the subchondral cortical bone (arrows) because the meniscus-cartilage-subchondral bone unit is preserved. The incomplete fracture line is better characterized on T1-weighted imaging (thick arrow).](10.1177_1178623x17703382-fig4){#fig4-1178623x17703382}

Clinical Presentation {#section4-1178623x17703382}
=====================

Although SONK is not a very rare condition, few studies have analyzed its epidemiology. One study reported an incidence of 3.4% among patients older than 50 years and ⩽9.4% among patients older than 65 years. Women are typically more affected, although in some studies that performed MRI, the incidence among men and women was similar.^[@bibr15-1178623x17703382]^ A higher incidence is also found among patients who are overweight and those with poor bone quality.^[@bibr16-1178623x17703382]^

Clinically, patients generally present with localized acute pain, more often on the medial side of the knee, without a previous history of trauma that might account for the symptoms.

More recent studies found some important correlations between BME and pain and progression in patients. Felson et al^[@bibr17-1178623x17703382]^ reported a significant correlation between BML and pain in patients with osteoarthritis. In that study, patients with pain had a 3.31-fold higher likelihood of having BME compared with patients with the same radiological degree of arthrosis but without pain.

In another study, Felson et al found greater progression of articular space narrowing among patients with osteoarthritis and BML. The presence of BME in the medial and lateral knee compartments was associated with 6.5-fold and 7-fold greater probabilities, respectively, of osteoarthritis progression.^[@bibr18-1178623x17703382]^ In addition, Roemer et al^[@bibr10-1178623x17703382]^ detected a higher risk of cartilage loss on the articular surface in the presence of BML through MRI assessment over a 30-month period.

Corroborating those findings, the likelihood of joint replacement and the need for total knee arthroplasty are higher among patients with BML. This correlation is even more significant in cases of global lesions affecting one full femoral condyle or tibial plateau, which are typical of insufficiency fracture.^[@bibr19-1178623x17703382],[@bibr20-1178623x17703382]^

It is important to understand that current studies evaluating the clinical progression of BME do not have any division as to the different types or patterns of BME. Also, it is not yet clear in the literature the best nomenclature for the image alterations found in MRI with spinal cord edema, using different terms such as BME, BML, and insufficiency fracture. However, there is no clear distinction about the true difference between terms. Therefore, it is difficult to correlate the clinical findings of the studies with a specific type of BME such as failure due to insufficiency.

Treatment {#section5-1178623x17703382}
=========

Insufficiency fracture treatment may be surgical or nonsurgical. Generally, surgery is the first choice for patients with large lesions (\>5 cm^2^ or \>50% of the condyle) or the aforementioned risk factors on MRI.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382]^

Conservative treatment is based on anti-inflammatory and analgesic use according to the patient's pain, combined with reduced load on the affected limb for 3 to 8 months according to the patient's symptoms and radiological findings.^[@bibr2-1178623x17703382],[@bibr21-1178623x17703382]^ Two additional medications that have been suggested for BML treatment are prostacyclin and the bisphosphonates.^[@bibr22-1178623x17703382][@bibr23-1178623x17703382][@bibr24-1178623x17703382]--[@bibr25-1178623x17703382]^

Prostacyclin is a vasodilator; its usage aims to improve the perfusion of tissues with impaired blood flow. It also reduces capillary permeability, inhibits platelet aggregation, and decreases free radical concentration. However, the mechanism that accounts for pain improvement in BML is unknown. Some studies demonstrated the efficacy of prostacyclin for BML treatment over short follow-up periods,^[@bibr22-1178623x17703382],[@bibr23-1178623x17703382],[@bibr26-1178623x17703382]^ with significant improvement in pain over the period of 3 to 6 months of follow-up. However, its results are poor in more advanced disease stages.^[@bibr26-1178623x17703382]^

The other drugs suggested for BML treatment are the bisphosphonates, a class of drugs that inhibit osteoclast activity, thus reducing bone resorption. Their usage aims to avoid the collapse of subchondral bone arising from the local bone resorption caused by the reaction to insufficiency fracture. Therefore, bisphosphonates may provide improved structural support until the local regeneration process creates a new bone structure sufficient to support load. The results of clinical studies are controversial. Meier et al^[@bibr25-1178623x17703382]^ did not observe significant differences between ibandronate and placebo in the only randomized, double-blind clinical trial reported in the literature. However, Kraenzlin et al^[@bibr24-1178623x17703382]^ in another study found clinical and radiological benefits with the use of this drug class. Laslett et al^[@bibr27-1178623x17703382]^ tested the use of zoledronic acid for the treatment of BML in patients with osteoarthritis in a randomized clinical study. Pain improvement was observed in patients with medication with 6 months of follow-up but not with 3 and 12 months of follow-up. No significant difference in Knee Injury and Osteoarthritis Outcome Score (KOOS) score was also observed.

Regarding surgical treatment, core decompression is used for the treatment of BME located mainly in the hip. Studies have shown a reduction in the period of pain in patients with BME in the hip, but more benign and transient characteristics.

Another surgical technique, subchondroplasty, is an option still in development, albeit with promising initial results. This method stabilizes microfractures affecting the subchondral trabecular bone by filling the spaces between the trabeculae with a calcium phosphate--based bone substitute.^[@bibr28-1178623x17703382]^ Although initial studies demonstrated pain improvement and delay of total knee arthroplasty in some situations, the results cannot yet be generalized for all patients.^[@bibr29-1178623x17703382]^ The bone substitute used must possess certain characteristics for treatment to succeed: it must be injectable and capable of filling the spaces between trabeculae, it must exhibit an endothermic crystallization reaction to avoid overheating and necrosis of the local tissue, and it must have mechanical resistance similar to that of bone to support the local load without creating a locus of excessive pressure ([Figure 5](#fig5-1178623x17703382){ref-type="fig"}).^[@bibr30-1178623x17703382]^

![Magnetic resonance (MR) image (A) before subchondroplasty and (B) 6 months after subchondroplasty. Note reduced edema (asterisks) and joint effusion (circles). The material used for subchondroplasty has low signal intensity on T2-weighted sequences (arrow).](10.1177_1178623x17703382-fig5){#fig5-1178623x17703382}

Conclusions {#section6-1178623x17703382}
===========

There is still great controversy regarding the cause and clinical impact of BME images on MRI. However, it becomes increasingly clear the relevance of these alterations in the image, with correlations with pain and progression of joint degeneration. With this, different forms of treatment have been proposed with promising results. However, a more detailed study is still needed to better understand the patterns of bone edema to improve the knowledge of the natural history of each type of lesion and thus determine the indication of treatments.
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